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AbstrAct. Using my own experience as a sports administrator, i describe and analyse the 
organisational culture of West African sports. As a cultural anthropologist and draughts player, 
i have been president of the fédération Mondiale du Jeu de Dames for eleven years, followed by 
four years as executive Vice-president of the confédération Africaine du Jeu de Dames. Using a 
series of first hand cases, five major principles of ‘management culture’ or ‘board-room culture’ 
are discerned and analysed that seem to inform the way power is handled in West African sports. 
These are: personal presence, the primacy of the official, the importance of board positions, the 
personalisation of power and finally the use of the past to legitimise the present. in all of them, 
the small world of draughts offers an insider’s view of the relationship between notions of power, 
the politicisation of sports and the processes of neo-patrimonialism that inform African politics 
more generally. The article ends with some thoughts on the cultural specificity of these processes 
in West Africa and on the position of sports in the wider African society.
Meet i ng  i n  the  M i ddl e  of  the  n ight
it must have been one of the strangest meetings of any sports body. it was the night of 
11 to 12 June 2006, and we were in a small hotel in Yaoundé, the capital of cameroon. 
We started at 2 a.m., well after midnight, and after three hours of intense discussion 
and debate, the meeting was adjourned at 5 a.m. There were no hotel personnel around, 
there was nothing to drink and no minutes were taken, even though this was the of-
ficial first session of the confédération Africaine du Jeu de Dames (cAJD).1 some of the 
delegates were lying on couches snoring, others were trying to stay awake, some were 
talking, and everyone else was yawning. The reason for the meeting not being held at 
a more civilised time was actually my travel schedule. After adjourning the meeting i 
1 ‘Jeu de Dames’ or draughts is a board game played with twenty white and twenty black men on a 
board with 100 cases (10x10). The small version, on a 8x8 board (like the chess board), is played in 
many countries as a household game, the rules varying from country to country. The 10x10 interna-
tional version is standardised, and is a recognised mind sport. The sport is lightly professionalised, 
with full-time players in european countries like the netherlands, russia, Ukraine, latvia, in Africa 
mainly in senegal and cameroon, as well as in Brazil. The fédération Mondiale du Jeu de Dames 
(World Draughts federation, fMJD) unites some fifty national federations dedicated to draughts, 
including the major 8x8 versions, and is responsible for a full roster of world championships. The 
four continental confederations are represented on the board of the fMJD, including the cAJD. 
The fMJD is a member of sportAccord, the general sports body uniting all recognised sports and a 
founding member of the international Mind sports Association (iMsA), together with chess, Bridge 
and Go, since 2003.
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left for the airport, as my wife and i had to fly from Yaoundé to Maroua, then take a 
taxi brousse to Mokolo to get to my ‘bush village’ of Mogode, a Kapsiki village in the 
Mandara Mountains, far to the north on the border with nigeria. research was the real 
reason why i was in cameroon, not the meeting, but the new cAJD president had been 
kind enough to schedule the meeting so that i could attend. he and his formidable 
retinue had arrived from senegal much later than expected, and i had feared that we 
would not meet at all. This was why the only window of opportunity for the meeting 
was the middle of the night. our meeting in fact was just the first session of the general 
assembly of the cAJD. Malick n’Diaye conducted the second part of the assembly ten 
days later, in my absence of course.
one might wonder how a Dutchman has become so involved in an African sports 
federation that its general assembly is prepared to fix its meetings to suit his schedule. 
from 1992 until 2003 i was president of the fédération Mondiale du Jeu de Dames 
(World Draughts federation, fMJD). As an anthropologist working in cameroon and 
Mali since 1972, i have deep links with Africa. This showed in my sports administra-
tion, as throughout i have tried to develop the organisation of the sport of draughts on 
that continent. The many strong players in West Africa are poorly organised, but they 
form a huge potential for the game. When i stepped down in 2003, the fMJD, well 
aware of the benefits they had enjoyed with a president who was very close to Africa, 
did not consent to my leaving and decided that i would continue to represent them, 
but now as a vice-presidential delegate from the African continent, in fact chairing the 
cAJD. i had the usual problem about saying ‘no’ to Africa, so at the very meeting when 
i took my leave of the fMJD presidency, i returned, through the back door, as it were, 
as Vice-president for Africa, representing the cAJD.
i chaired the cAJD for almost four years and took my final farewell from Afri-
can draughts officialdom in December 2006, during the largest draughts event ever 
organised in Africa, the World cup for national Teams in Dakar. Yet, my links with 
Africa, draughts and especially African draughts remain strong. one of the major 
draughts clubs in Bamako is still called after me, and as i am still the fMJD’s président 
d’honneur (president-for-life), African draughts players still call me ‘président’. This is, 
therefore, the database on which i draw in this article: a general knowledge of Africa, an 
intimate knowledge of two African countries, cameroon and Mali, an insider’s experi-
ence of sports administration and a practitioner’s insight into the wheeling and dealing 
of African sports administration.
The meeting described above took place during my last year in the cAJD, and 
in draughts administration in general. in fact, this early-hour meeting was exceptional 
only in its timing; its specific agenda was to hand over the cAJD chairmanship to its 
new leader. i had been busy organising the championship of Africa as part of my vice-
presidency of the fMJD. i had chosen not to be named president of the cAJD, but 
executive Vice-president – without a formal president – in order to make room for 
some political or Maecenas patron as president, i.e. someone with money. The Director 
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of Tournaments, ndongo fall, and i ran the cAJD between us, but we felt that it would 
be good to have an official president, someone with real political clout or serious capital. 
And we found such a figure in Malick n’Diaye, a political and economic advisor to the 
senegalese president who had agreed to take on the leadership of the cAJD. At that 
time, i was in cameroon for research and was able to finalise the preparations for the 
Third African individual Draughts championship.
An Afr ic An  chAMp ionsh i p
The start of that particular African championship was planned for early June 2006. 
it proved to be not at all easy to organise and provides my first case. The president of 
the cameroonian Draughts federation, Marc Mbolo, an inventive and hard-working 
official, had the organisation of the tournament lined up. or so he thought. however, 
it turned out that the Minister of sport, philippe Mboa, was either not aware of the 
plans or did not want to acknowledge the arrangements that had already been made. 
cameroon had just lost an important football match because of a missed penalty against 
egypt. Though the player in question was the national scapegoat in cameroon, in Africa 
football results have political implications.2 Minister Mboa had lost political capital over 
this and was having to re-establish his authority by showing his organisational acumen. 
Draughts offered him a chance to do so to some extent, but only if he could pre-empt 
the organisation completely and do it on the cheap. so in the first meetings Mboa se-
verely criticised Mbolo for not getting in touch with him, or in African parlance ‘for not 
confiding’ in him. The poor Mbolo could not say much as he depended on the minister 
of sport, or at least could never organise an event without the minister’s prior consent, 
while departmental politics dictated that he could ill afford to cite other ministers or of-
ficials with whom he had been in contact. even his contact with the wife of cameroon’s 
president paul Mbiya was viewed with suspicion, as if he had tried to circumnavigate 
the Minister of sport – which he probably had.
Apart from Mbolo and myself, the senegalese Director of Tournaments, two euro-
pean referees and cameroon’s two main grandmasters all took part in our first encoun-
ter with Mboa on 5 June 2006. The whole set-up of this encounter was one of impression 
management. coming from an old-established family and with a palatial mansion in 
the centre of Yaoundé, Mboa is a rich man. he made us wait for quite some time in his 
antechamber, a room so beautiful, spacious and richly furnished that we assumed it was 
his official reception room. The white leather couches my wife and i had grown used 
to seeing in ministers’ offices were everywhere. however, the official hall for receiving 
visitors was even more sumptuous, with at least four huge leather couches and two large 
2 for an in-depth analysis of the intricate relationship between money, politics and football in Africa, 
see the University of Tilburg dissertation of Arnold pannenborg (2012).
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flat-screen televisions which made it possible to follow all the official competitions from 
any angle. Mboa came in late, limping as he had just sprained his ankle while practis-
ing shooting hoops in the garden. he is an avid basketball player, and would later fly to 
france to have his ankle seen to. he made it abundantly clear that he was in charge, that 
Mbolo’s preparations amounted to nothing and that any chance of the championships 
being held at all lay with him and nobody else. Mbolo was hurt but undaunted. for the 
other participants the situation was not completely new, but they also saw this as more 
serious than normal. i had expected some trouble, as no organisation of tournaments in 
Africa ever runs smoothly, but this was more than i had reckoned with, and i started to 
have some doubts about whether we would pull it off. however, my experience of Africa 
told me that preparation is nothing, improvisation everything. And ultimately that was 
to be the case.
Mboa did make the tournament possible, but he cut the budget as far he could and 
showed himself to be quite proficient at doing so. one factor in the tournament going 
ahead, after all, seems to have been the european presence in the form of myself as the 
official Vice-president of the fMJD plus the two referees and my wife, but even more 
significant was the arrival of Malick n’Diaye as the new cAJD president in Yaoundé. 
After all, n’Diaye was – and still is – a major political figure in senegal and has never 
been someone to be slighted. he was experiencing some problems in getting his con-
nection; in fact he was stranded in Abidjan with his party of senegalese officials, waiting 
for a flight to Yaoundé. This period in limbo seems to have helped us. it was absolutely 
clear that the delegation was coming and that they had to be received well, especially in 
view of the discomfort they had experienced while travelling. Their delay gave us time 
to finalise the proceedings, Mboa the time to find some funds, and the whole endeavour 
the urgency it needed. Thus, Mboa could increase political momentum while impress-
ing us with our complete and total dependence on him. While in continuous contact 
with Mboa about finances, Mark Mbolo managed to pull the organisation of the tour-
nament together, found another – cheaper – hotel, and was ready when the senegalese 
delegation arrived at last. it was just before midnight on 11 June that Malick and his 
colleagues checked into the hotel, and we immediately started with our ‘meeting in the 
middle of the night’.
A week later the players arrived, and the tournament took off, about a month later 
than planned, on 13 June 2006. At that time my wife and i were in northern cameroon; 
we were back just in time to witness the closing ceremony on 23 June 2006. i spoke at 
length with the referees – who had their own ‘African stories’ to add from the tourna-
ment itself – participated in the prize-giving ceremony and greeted the minister of sport 
with all the cordiality i could muster, and we all flew home.
This story illustrates my main points about the culture of West African sports 
administration. The fact that my experiences situate all these activities in West Africa 
does not mean that this area is unique or that there is a uniquely ‘African’ organisational 
The WesT Afr icAn sporTs off iciAl 81
culture, since similar processes are found in other regions and continents, but they seem 
to be especially clear in Africa.
pr inc i pl e s  of  We st  A fr ic An  s port s  orgAn i sAt ion
‘being there’: personal presence
The first principle of West African sports organisation is one’s personal presence. Very 
little gets done by letter, and any previous file or written information is of little impor-
tance. organising is done on the spot, and the success of an organisation depends on 
the relationships the organiser can muster. This made the Third African individual 
Draughts championship into an instant organisation, with an immediacy of imple-
mentation that was only matched by the organisers’ enthusiasm and determination. Ar-
rangements beforehand are in themselves not crucial for the organisation itself; yet, 
preparations are needed, not so much to be implemented, as to give the event political 
credibility.
The 1980 World championship in Bamako (Mali) had its own history, and in fact 
formed the reason why i entered the fMJD scenery. The main player in the story is 
Mamina n’Diaye,3 at the time the strongest player from Africa; he was well-known and 
respected in europe, having participated in several international tournaments. At the 
1978 General Assembly of the fMJD in Arco (italy), Mamina had secured Mali organi-
sational rights for the 1980 World championship Tournament, to be held in Bamako. 
But when in 1979 the fMJD president piet roozenburg, himself a former Draughts 
World champion, tried to contact Mali, he got little response. in fact, he got none. 
When i learned about his problems in contacting Mali, i offered to act as a go-between; 
i was going to Mali anyway for my second major research, among the Dogon of central 
Mali, and knew the country from an earlier field trip.
Armed with fMJD credentials, i contacted Mamina n’Diaye in Bamako in June 
1979, and, with him at my side, all the officials. Together we made all the necessary ar-
rangements in advance with the main sponsor Agence Aigle (an import-export firm that 
had close ties with the netherlands), with the Ministry of sports and with the Grand 
hotel, the intended venue of the event. i had also finalised these arrangements with 
the then president of the Malian federation and Minister of planning Dionke Gakou. 
i reported everything to roozenburg and left for Dogon country to carry out my re-
search. later, from the netherlands, the fMJD confirmed my arrangements by letter to 
all concerned. in January 1980 i came from central Mali to put my family on the plane 
3 he has no family ties with Malick n’Diaye; the name is common in senegal, which is also Mamina’s 
country of origin.
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in Bamako, and participated in a small practice tournament that was being held at the 
Grand hotel. This ran smoothly, a good sign.
so this championship was well prepared, and i thought i had done a good job, 
but when in December 1980 the first players and officials arrived at the Grand hotel, 
the manager was taken by surprise: ‘A tournament?’ The fMJD officials did have cor-
respondence to prove that Mali was involved and that all the arrangements had been 
made; the hotel manager was indeed able to find some copies of letters in the hotel’s 
‘archives’. ‘Yes, a tournament’. so, all the Malian guests at the hotel were summoned 
and told to leave that very evening, as their rooms were needed. The fMJD delegates 
slept well, but the next day they were called to the reception area to hear that the hotel 
was in line for a total makeover that would be starting the following morning. The hotel 
manager helped them find a new hotel, which was quite easy, as all the hotels were still 
state-owned at the time. The whole of the World championships was put up in the Mo-
tel, another hotel on the outskirts of Bamako, and although it was less central, it had a 
beautiful pool. i heard the story some weeks later, on my way through Bamako and back 
to the Dogon area. By then the tournament was well under way, in the Motel, of course.
having written letters and done preparations beforehand did make a difference 
because there was a definite lack of excuses due to the undeniable evidence of the cor-
respondence (drawn up in situ at the time and in the presence of all concerned). This 
made improvisation urgent and reduced the Malians’ room for negotiation, that of the 
hotel owners first of all, but also of the government officials. The Malian officials un-
derstood that we would never have come without prior correspondence. in short, while 
one needs preparations and documents, effective organisation starts on arrival. The only 
arrangement that was in place, luckily, was the main sponsor, the import-export firm.
Draughts is, of course, not an isolated example here, as the same reliance on per-
sonal presence has also been noted in other situations.4 Any arrangement in Africa is an 
arrangement between people, not between systems, companies or federations – and also 
definitely not between principles. i had laid the groundwork with Mamina n’Diaye, and 
he had been instrumental when the fMJD delegation arrived as well. his contacts with 
the Malian government, with the main sponsor and with the fMJD itself were crucial. 
networking has to be done in person, through one’s very presence on the spot, though 
these days the mobile telephone backs this up.5 Africa is a continent of networks, which 
are continuously being activated, entertained and strengthened through regular con-
tact. And that can only be done when one is really on the spot.
Though this immediacy makes planning difficult, it has its advantages. if people 
are there, they can be met and things can move quickly. By being there, one can arrange 
things quite well; sometimes much more can be realised than would be possible in the 
4 for instance, immediate presence is a theme running though various definitions of power in Africa, 
especially in its intricate relations with religion. see ellis and ter haar (2004).
5 see, for instance, van Beek (2009).
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same amount of time in the bureaucratic north. During the World championships for 
Women and Juniors in Bamako in 1995 it became clear that nothing had been planned 
for the prize-giving ceremony. This emerged just a few days before the last round when 
i asked the organisers about their plans. They said: ‘A prize-giving ceremony? What a 
good idea!’, and put someone on to it. Without any real problem that person arranged a 
performance by the national Ballet of Mali that was given in the presence of two min-
isters (for sports and culture) plus a host of other dignitaries, and it was all broadcast 
on national television. The prizes were works of art of Malian cultural heritage, and we 
had a great ceremony.
At the 1996 World championships in Abidjan, one of the economic and industrial 
hubs of West Africa, the prize money for the players was not ‘fully ready’, in fact there 
was none. no problem: the main organiser, the president of the ivorian Draughts fed-
eration and also the General Auditor of ivory coast took us – the fMJD delegation – 
in his car on a tour of some major industries. We easily gained entry, spoke with four 
captains of industry and came home with a reasonable purse for the players – reasonable 
for draughts, that is. The fact of being there, of presence and immediacy, was crucial.
the official first
The second principle is the pre-eminence of officials over players or athletes. in the 
West the sportsmen are the major figures, especially in widely televised sports. only 
the presidents of the ioc, fifA and UefA (Jacques rogge, Joseph Blatter and Michel 
platini) have solid media appeal; most other officials are almost invisible. only when 
conflicts mar the federation are the officials called before the camera, and then not very 
positively. The press and especially sports journalists are completely focused on the 
champions and tend to ignore officialdom. in fact, they view officials as sportsmen who 
have failed to achieve success in sport and are now clothing themselves in a garb of fame 
which really belongs to the champions. officials are seen as people with a penchant for 
basking in someone else’s glory. My experience is that only officials who were champi-
ons themselves are treated with velvet gloves. in short, it is the sporting achievement 
that counts for the press, which is also much easier to measure than elusive managerial 
qualities.
When returning to the netherlands from the World championships in Abidjan in 
1996, i travelled with the Dutch grandmaster rob clerc, who had tied with the russian 
Alexei Tchizhov for first place. (later Tchizhov would win the deciding match.) clerc 
was met by reporters from a regional TV station who interviewed him on his success, 
and rightly so. The interviewer then asked whether there were any other people from 
the tournament with him. i was pointed out as fMJD president, but the journalist just 
shrugged and put his equipment away. i was amused, as i had already grown used to the 
Dutch press’s studied neglect of officials.
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in Africa, however, things are quite different. ivory coast national television had 
interviewed me on my both arriving and leaving, and the journalists routinely started 
with quotes from the president or the main organiser before going into the day’s events. 
in senegal, Mali, ivory coast, Guinea and Burkina faso (which was not even a member 
of the fMJD at the time), i routinely gave radio and television interviews. of course, 
these countries have state broadcasting, and the audiences are used to talking heads, 
but the point is one of primacy. for the African press, as well as for African govern-
ments, it is the official who comes first, not the player. The story goes that at one of the 
first cycling tours in Burkina faso, officials of the Union cycliste internationale (World 
cycling federation, Uci) were given a warm reception at the ministry, while the cyclists 
were still waiting for transportation at the airport. They had been forgotten amid all the 
press activities.
in this respect, the former soviet states stand halfway between europe and Africa. 
in my experience, countries such as russia, Belarus and Ukraine, for instance, always 
receive officials very well, entertaining, wining and dining, and showering them with 
the usual ceremonial gifts (quite ostentatious gifts, actually, which i was often hard 
pressed to reciprocate). But in these countries the player is a hero as well. And many offi-
cials are former players and accrue a considerable part of their political clout from their 
sporting achievements. Viatcheslav fetisov, the russian Minister of sport i had to deal 
with, used to be a famous nhl ice-hockey player and still carried the prestige attached 
to it, which facilitated combining his position as Minister of sport with that of chair-
man of the olympic committee, a highly respected position in the countries mentioned. 
eastern europe is fiercely medal-prone, more so than any other cultural area i know. 
Medals and diplomas are at the heart of these countries’ sports cultures, but this glory 
falls on both the athlete and the official. By contrast, the fact that erika Terpstra was 
once an olympic medallist in swimming was mentioned in the Dutch press when she 
ran for the chair of the Dutch olympic committee (and national sports federation), 
but this did not play a major role in her election to the position. her past performances 
in parliament were of much greater relevance.
even the russians, however, were astonished by the deference paid to officials 
in Africa. for the World Team championships, programmed for December 2006, it 
had been decided that the competition itself would be held in the Méridien président, 
a superb hotel at the end of the Dakar peninsula and well outside the congested city. 
The organisers would have liked to house all the players and officials in the same hotel, 
but financially this was not viable. so they decided that only the officials would stay at 
the Méridien and that the players would remain at the hotel de l’indépendance in the 
centre of Dakar.
When the teams arrived, they were not impressed by the latter hotel, which had in-
deed become somewhat run-down, having long been the flagship hotel of Dakar. A small 
riot followed. several players from eastern europe, russians, estonians and Ukrainians 
with an occasional latvian, walked out of the hotel indépendence and sat down in 
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front of the hotel on the pavement in the place de l’indépendence. They refused to go 
back into the hotel and demanded a room in the Méridien président: ‘The officials in 
luxury and the players in an ordinary hotel, was this how Africa worked?’ The answer 
was clearly ‘yes’. My own attempts to intervene and change places with players, as i had 
a whole suite to myself in the Méridien président, were ignored by the senegalese, as 
this would be unthinkable. The organisers were very angry with the players in question 
and never quite forgave them, at least not before the prize-giving ceremony. The players 
calmed down a bit the next morning when they saw that their transport to the Méridien 
président was well organised: their bus was escorted by police outriders with sirens and 
blue lights and flew through the chaotic Dakar traffic at dazzling speed in a show of 
supreme power that was totally new to them. And they loved it. in fact, it was the only 
way in which the bus could possibly negotiate Dakar’s traffic and still be on time. When 
extra money became available towards the end of the tournament, a group of players 
moved into the conference venue. These were not the rebels from the first day but the 
players who had ‘behaved’ and who understood what kind of people should come first, 
namely the officials; Malick, who dealt out the rooms, was very clear about this.
the importance of job titles 
As mentioned earlier, i did not attend the second part of the 2006 cAJD assembly in 
Yaoundé, which took place during a rest day in the middle of the competition. Most Af-
rican players attended. Unlike european players, who usually have little enthusiasm for 
federation politics, African players are quite politicised. on my return i saw the results, 
not in the form of minutes but as an organisational chart. The meeting had mainly in-
volved putting together a large organisation with new positions that had not previously 
existed, involving a propaganda committee, a materials committee and even a political 
committee, while the cAJD board expanded from being a small group with a president, 
an executive vice-president and a director of tournaments into a board with sixteen 
members. What remained to be done, the newly appointed officials explained, was the 
staffing of the bureau. The senegalese government, thanks to the new president’s good 
connections, had promised the cAJD a permanence (an office) in Dakar. Who exactly 
would staff it was not mentioned, as an early decision would discourage the board mem-
bers from doing anything, the tournament director felt.
i was not convinced that this would really work out, having had my share of of-
ficial promises when president of the fMJD, both from West Africa and from countries 
of the former soviet Union. indeed, the promised office still has to materialise. Though 
West Africa is quite different from eastern europe, in both areas promises are easily 
made. in the organisational culture of eastern europe promises are expressions of in-
tent, to be realised if all conditions cooperate, while excuses not to follow up on one’s 
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promises are easily made and considered legitimate.6 in West Africa making promises 
is a normal political act, while keeping promises is a matter of saving face when con-
fronted with them, but only in direct interaction. This fragility of promises has to do 
with the nature of board positions in Africa. 
African sports federations have large boards. for instance, the board of the 
draughts federation in Mali is the largest in the World Draughts federation, with com-
mittees for every conceivable activity, with adjuncts and adjunct-assistants for the sec-
retary, a treasurer and a huge committee of controllers. nobody does anything and no-
body even expects a job holder to do anything. if there is work to be done, it is done by 
one person, regardless of his position. for the 1980 World championships in Bamako, 
the main contact was, as said, Mamina n’Diaye. A charismatic man, he was the real 
reason the fMJD awarded Mali the World championships and, for me, the mainstay of 
the event’s organisation, as i saw in his easy contact with sponsors, the federation and 
the Ministry of sport. of course, also in event organisations in europe there are people 
who are central and those who are more peripheral, and of course in the north we know 
people who like the title more than the job. it is a matter of degree, but in my experience 
West African organisational culture acquiesces much more easily in that fact. Board 
members in europe (including in eastern europe) are confronted at some time or other 
with the realization that they have to do something to validate their position. in Mali, 
for instance, this is not the case. The position is just something ‘to be’. in this way, prom-
ises are small things one hands out to get the job: a typical political syndrome. And there 
is little accounting for them afterwards, a perennial West African problem.7
one might wonder why anyone would want a position in a draughts federation. 
With other big sports, like football, the answer could be economic, but there is no 
money in draughts. in fact there are only two possible perks. first, it is a means of being 
invited abroad, mainly to europe and especially to the netherlands; where money can 
be earned in tournaments.8 But that only holds for the top few players, not for the large 
body of administrators. The second reason is more apt, and more African. A position 
is, after all, accompanied by a title, and it serves as a means of identity construction. 
Titles are extremely important in West Africa, and any position brings with it a title. 
The lower the rank the longer the title, if only by the addition of the words ‘Assistant’ or 
‘Adjunct’. of course, the title of ‘president’ is the coveted one, but that is only for men 
with political clout. for the rank and file, a lesser position does very well indeed, serving 
as a social definition of self at their echelon. identity construction in Africa is almost 
purely relational, and beyond the family structures that are at the basis of African social 
organisation, these relations have to be structured by other principles. Thus the titles of 
6 see van Beek (2003) for examples.
7 see van Beek (2011).
8 for officials from eastern europe and West Asia, such invitations can also present an opportunity to 
make money through currency exchange.
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board positions become an organising principle, a model that complements the family 
structure. Board positions are there in order that those that hold them can ‘be someone’.
if identity construction is indeed at the basis of the formation of sports boards, 
then it follows that the position is crucial, not the job, just as the title is important, not 
the work. for a european raised on Weberian notions of bureaucratic efficiency and 
viewing boards as a way of organising, developing or creating something, this is like 
putting the cart before the horse. such a large board is hard put to accomplish any of 
its management goals. The point, however, is that the board has already achieved its 
major goal. it is not work-efficient but socially efficient, as it constructs identities and 
links people up in a clear formal structure. in short, it produces relations. The sociolo-
gist pierre Bourdieu defines the various forms of capital as economic, financial, social 
and symbolic.9 sport in itself is strongly based on symbolic capital, on access to and 
control of symbols. Titles, medals and cups are prototypes of symbolic capital.10 some 
logos, such as the olympic rings, embody huge symbolic capital as well and are strongly 
protected. social capital consists of the networks one can muster and the totality of the 
people one can address and use as a resource. for Africans, symbolic capital does not 
seem to be of particular importance. one Ghanaian owner of a football club report-
edly said that he was ‘not into the collection of silverware’,11 a statement by which he 
defined himself out of sports and into economics. in draughts, the ‘silverware’ is only 
supplemented by relations: there is very little money. Also, sports brands are not as 
jealously guarded as they are by european federations. compared to the former soviet 
states that crave medals, diplomas and cups, Africans are pretty matter of fact about 
such symbols.12 inside the fMJD board our russian draughts officials continuously 
pressed for more medals, diplomas and titles, while the europeans were wary of inflat-
ing titles, and in this respect they found the Africans to be on their side. for Africans 
it is the social capital that counts, the networks they can belong to and the people they 
come into contact with.
A few years ago a Malian official was elected executive vice-president of the 
fMJD, a crucial position that really is executive. The fMJD president, a Dutchman, 
asked me after this election what he could expect of this official, and i explained to 
him that henceforth he would have very good contacts with the Malian government. 
But that would be about all, and the job of organising tournaments he would have to 
do himself. indeed, the new official managed to host one meeting of the fMJD board 
in Bamako, but never organised a sporting event. once he took me to the office of the 
sports minister and explained his plans for draughts competitions, using my presence as 
président d’honneur as leverage. But all of these plans concerned Africa, none of them 
 9 Bourdieu (1977). see also Anheier, Gerhards, and romo (1995) and Grischow and McKnight (2008).
10 see van Beek (2007).
11 cf. pannenborg (2012:261).
12 for a similar observation, see pannenborg (2012).
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the whole fMJD, and i still have to see the first results. in a typical Western european 
reaction, the current president of the World Draughts federation is now changing the 
fMJD structure back to the earlier format in which the president was the major execu-
tive post, among other reasons in order to sidestep this official.
A large board is therefore not a working instrument but a form of social capital. 
Whenever something has to be done, the task falls to one person only, and in West 
Africa it is always a man. All the organisations or tournaments i have assisted at have 
been one-man shows as far as the work was concerned. Mamina n’Diaye was the man 
responsible for the World championships in 1980, and if the president of the Malian 
Draughts federation made arrangements when n’Diaye was playing abroad, the latter 
simply changed them back again later, when he returned. And nobody ever challenged 
Mamina. if tasks have to be delegated, as during a tournament when no one person can 
carry the whole organisational load, this division of labour is done at the board meeting 
and can be the subject of heated debate. As positions are not defined as responsibilities 
with circumscribed mandates, each task has to be renegotiated. The position itself may 
be one argument in the debate, but present contacts, chance meetings and changed 
minds are arguments as well. During the combined World championships for Women 
and Juniors in 1995 in Bamako, the organising committee was never seen: they were 
always in a meeting. The officers were busy designating their own turf, staking out their 
claims and redefining their positions on the board. Very few of them saw any games, 
though they were all players as well and genuinely interested in the game. As board 
members, however, first things came first: first the position, the official.
As positions are tools for identity construction, and thus crucial for self-definition, 
the job and the title become entangled with the personality of the one holding the posi-
tion. one ‘is’ that title, which means that one ‘owns’ the position as well. This fits in with 
the more general African notion of power positions as personal property and power as 
part of one’s inherent personality.13 This cultural definition of power has been analysed 
for ‘real’ power positions, but it holds as well for the minute positions a draughts board 
can furnish: whoever has the position ‘is’ the position, and the title attached to it is part 
of his social ‘persona’. inevitably, this also implies that there cannot really be a conflict 
of interest when one has multiple positions.
A senegalese sports journalist i knew well, who headed the cAJD’s promotions 
committee (propaganda), was prominent in the discussions in the cAJD assembly of 
December 2003, but at a certain point he found himself confronted with a conflict of 
interests when, as a board member, he was party to decisions, discussions and texts that 
were definitely not for publication. his reply was that he could not imagine that being 
a problem, as he always reported faithfully and positively about the sport. he did not 
promise to remain silent in his paper about inside knowledge, as his journalism came 
first. And he himself was both journalist and board member. The others acquiesced and 
13 for an extensive treatment of this notion, see schatzberg (2003) and van Beek (2011).
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the meeting moved on, while i was left thinking about a chairman of the fMJD’s techni-
cal committee who was also a journalist. But that Dutchman clearly made a distinction 
between what he learnt as a board member and what was for publication. characteristi-
cally, that distinction is never made in West Africa, as it is not a question of ‘duties’, but 
of ownership. The distinction between ‘different caps’ does not hold in Africa, as the 
official wears two caps at the same time. how can there be a conflict of interest if he 
‘owns’ both?
A position as personal property also implies that one has a right to any perks that 
belong to the position. At the 2007 World championship in the netherlands, the same 
senegalese journalist asked me for cash because he was supposed to write good things 
about the tournament: surely the organisation was interested in a positive press. of 
course, i was no longer an fMJD official at all, but for him i was still ‘président’, espe-
cially when it came to money. i knew that this was – and still is – the way sports journal-
ism works in West Africa and that one has to pay for favourable reports, the perks of the 
profession. But i also knew that the Dutch organisation of the tournament would not 
be interested at all in the kind of reports that were written in Dakar, in fact they could 
not care less about them. i told him so, explained how it worked in the netherlands and 
then, acting as a cultural broker, gave him some pocket money. he was slightly shocked, 
but content.
Personalised power
‘la fédération, c’est un monsieur’, a Malian player explained to me: the federation is 
a patron, as i learned in several ways. in 1986, long before i was elected fMJD presi-
dent – i was the liaison officer for Africa at that time – i passed through Yaoundé, 
cameroon, on my way home from the field and decided to gather together the draughts 
players in the few days i had left. finding them was standard anthropological fieldwork: 
i just went out into the street to look for people playing draughts. After a few blocks 
i found them, and – just as typically – started to play. The level of street draughts in 
Africa is quite good, so the players are always astonished when a european manages to 
beat them. My opponent looked at me, said nothing, turned the board round and said 
‘Allez retour’, the return match. After the second game we could talk. it turned out that 
there was no federation as yet, so i decided to call a meeting of players. This succeeded, 
and by the next evening my hotel room was full of cameroonian players. in typical 
european fashion, i started to explain the advantages of organisation, using as well the 
very African argument of draughts opening a door to europe. i tried to lay down the 
groundwork for a federation at that very meeting. We organised a board on the spot, 
with a provisional president, a vice-president, a secretary and a treasurer, exchanging 
all the addresses and data that we could manage. They promised to remain in contact 
with me and with the fMJD too, so i left feeling that i had laid the groundwork for a 
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new federation. it never materialised. They never contacted me or the fMJD. And my 
letters remained unanswered.
A decade passed, and then came the World championship in Abidjan in 1996. 
suddenly, a group of cameroonians asked for me in the lobby of the hotel, as two of 
the delegation knew me. They had been at the meeting ten years ago in my hotel room 
and told me what had happened. for a long time nothing had been done, as they could 
find no one who would take on the federation. Then Judge ngon à Bidas (his family 
name) arrived and wanted to be the patron of the cameroonian Draughts federation 
(fecaDames). so the federation started. ngon à Bidas died in 1995, and fecaDames 
was left looking for a new president, so they contacted us in Abidjan. eventually, they 
found a replacement in a man who was the good friend and ‘village brother’ of the di-
rector of sport at the ministry. later, with a change in power at the ministry – indeed, 
with Mboa’s arrival – the presidency was transferred to Marc Mbolo. i think this was an 
excellent change, but my point here is that a federation needs a patron. it is the patron 
who provides the money or directs other money flows into draughts, and it is he who is 
the contact with power. The federation is a client: my first attempt lacked a patron and 
thus remained dormant until a real monsieur came along.
The author playing draughts, cameroon 2006 (photo: Martina Bom)
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i once made a huge mistake by neglecting the principles of presence and patron-
age. from Burkina faso, in fact from the same Mamina n’Diaye who was living there 
at the time, came the idea of organising a europe vs. Africa team match, each with 
ten grandmasters, a female player and a junior. The idea caught the imagination, as 
the european and African grandmasters could field top teams of approximately equal 
strength, and the europeans started to prepare for a trip to Africa. The preparations 
seemed to be progressing smoothly according to my many telephone conversations with 
n’Diaye, and, given his track record of organisation, i had full confidence in him. Then 
a few months before the event, i started to hear rumours from Burkina faso. Though 
n’Diaye was still full of enthusiasm, it seemed that the other Burkinabe were having 
some doubts. i was not there on the ground, so after meeting the Burkina president, 
who seemed to be deliberately vague, i arranged a telephone conference with all con-
cerned, and the problem then became clear: we had too few money guarantees to ensure 
the financing of the event. so i called it off. for the Africans this was a normal occur-
rence, but some of the european players had already spent money on vaccinations, and 
i received some criticism over it. And rightly so.
Afterwards, the Burkinabe, who have a culture with a large courtesy bias, ex-
plained that they did not want to désavouer n’Diaye, that they had deliberated about 
how to warn me but that nobody wanted to be the harbinger of bad news. so they let it 
leak out, as it were. The trouble was, in retrospect, that i was not on the spot (the princi-
ple of presence), but neither was n’Diaye. he lived in the capital ouagadougou, but had 
few contacts with those who mattered, quite unlike his situation in Mali. ‘how could he 
do anything if he did not really know anyone there?’, the draughts secretary asked me, 
with ‘not knowing’ meaning having no family, but in this case not having a real patron.
i had thought he would have built up his network in the years he had lived in 
ougadougou, but it seemed he had not. in Mali, where he had also been an immigrant 
(he is of senegalese origin), he had the right contacts. for instance, when he needed a 
plane ticket or an ordre de mission, he just went straight to Mali’s vice-president. With 
a draughts board under his arm, he easily got past the guards, as the vice-president was 
well known as a draughts aficionado. n’Diaye then played with the vice-president, care-
ful to win just a few games but lose more (no mean feat, as the vice-president was not 
one of Mali’s strongest players). Then the vice-president would ask why he came, and 
n’Diaye got his wish.
A problem arose in the 1980 World championships. The vice-president of Mali 
wanted to participate in the competition, as he considered himself, after all, one of the 
best players in the world: he always won, even against grandmasters! n’Diaye had a 
problem dissuading him: ‘it would not suit your dignity’, he argued, and eventually the 
vice-president agreed just to take part in the opening ceremony. When earlier that year 
Ton sijbrands, the legendary grandmaster from the netherlands, participated in the 
practice tournament i mentioned above, he was invited by this political boss. Mamina 
carefully instructed sijbrands on how to proceed, and they agreed that Ton would win 
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a few more than he would lose, also to help convince the vice-president that the tour-
nament was not really for him. Afterwards, Ton happily demonstrated the games they 
played, showing how he had been careful not to completely wipe the authority that Al-
lah had installed from the board.
in Africa sports organisations and organisations in general are networks of client-
patron relations, and this has deep cultural roots.14 Many local cultures are traditionally 
quite hierarchical, shot through with a gentle but pervasive notion of difference between 
people, often in the form of a layered society in which endogamous artisan groups have 
a lower status. local political systems are characterised by an unequal power relation-
ship between rulers and ruled, one where the two echelons remain dependent on each 
other. local power is not seen as a mandate from the subjects to the chief, but as the 
intrinsic property of a headman or chief. he ‘owns’ the power, in fact he  i s  the power. 
power is thus seen as an intrinsic attribute of the personality. At the local level, power 
is often associated with notions of sacredness, while the discourse on power is part and 
parcel of the kinship idiom. Kinship provides an idiom for differences between people 
(age, generation, lineage), while stressing the interdependence of all concerned: we are 
all family, with full responsibility for our territory, our kinsmen.15
in my view the kinship discourse and especially the ownership of power are the 
keys to understanding African political processes and, in our case, the small tsars of 
the sports boards. What is in common is that power is bound to a person, an attribute 
of personality, first through the occupation of a position: one acquires a position and 
pre-empts the charisma of the post and the social capital of the relations that go with it. 
Using a kinship idiom and defining people as unequal but related and focusing on social 
capital, the neo-patrimonial model is well suited for organisations beyond the confines 
of the family. Throughout, African neo-patrimonialism runs on a kinship discourse that 
links local definitions of power to national systems of power and offers a means of keep-
ing the unequal exchange in power relations within bounds.16
The habitus of the ‘African official’ is rooted in African neo-patrimonial relations. 
people like to define themselves as clients to influential foreigners as well. When deal-
ing with me, senegalese often used the expression, ‘everything depends on you now’ 
(‘Tout depend de vous maintenant’), implying that both the success of our joint work 
as well as their own well-being lay in my hands. i did not like that, as i did not want 
to be in a patron-client relationship with them, but it was hard to avoid. When i tried 
to explain to the members of the cAJD that when they dealt with european officials 
14 There is a growing body of literature on modern African neo-patrimonialism, including, for example, 
Médard (1996), hansen (2003), van der Veen (2004), Aidoo (2006), and Taylor and Williams (2008). 
euphemisms still abound for corruption itself, like ‘goal displacement’ (Bongyu 2003) though some 
do call it simply ‘corruption’ (ellis 2005, lawson 2009, speaking about nigeria and Kenya respec-
tively).
15 here the work of Michael schatzberg (1993, 2003) is crucial, linking kinship and power.
16 see van Beek (2011).
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this expression did not work well, they tried hard to understand what i was saying, 
but i often wondered if they really got the message. Both as fMJD president and as 
eVp for Africa i tried to avoid these tangled obligations, although it was not always 
easy. Africans expect a president to be wealthy. And they accept this as long as he is 
generous: money should not be a problem for him. When i came back from the field 
in December 1996 to the World championships in Abidjan the last rounds were in 
progress, with a very tense finish between the Dutchman rob clerc and the russians 
Alexander schwartsman and Alexei Tchizhov. The usual calm that is observed dur-
ing a draughts game evaporated as photographers swarmed around the players. Their 
photographs were for sale at the prize-giving ceremony, but the players were not very 
interested and the photographers complained to us, the organisers and the fMJD, that 
they would make a loss financially. This was not our responsibility, but throughout the 
photographers presented themselves as clients of the organisation, not as independent 
entrepreneurs. To cut the discussions short, i bought the whole lot. one of the organis-
ers beamed: ‘A real president’ (‘Un vrai président’).
putting oneself up as a client creates a patron and with this the reciprocity a pa-
tron has to live up to. in exchange for the support and dependence of the client, the 
patron has to take care of his client and keep his well-being in mind. And this patrons 
do, often to serve the interests of their clients, but in such a way that they do not become 
independent. for instance, when ramos cissoko was president of the Malian Draughts 
federation, he was a real patron. he was Director of customs and thus very rich, and as 
a brother-in-law of president Moussa Traore, he was important. so the draughts players 
flocked to him, playing in his mansion, feeding off the tournaments he financed. An-
other ‘big man’ once asked him to provide the players with lower-level government jobs 
such as drivers, receptionists or postmen. cissoko did not do this, probably because he 
did not see the point of them becoming independent.
in development aid, complaints are often voiced about African organisations be-
ing detached from any Weberian concept of efficient bureaucracy: there seems to be 
little Zweckrationalität in African organisations, and the focus on relations would seem 
to be perpendicular to efficiency (van der Veen 2004). indeed, in their neo-patrimonial-
ism, sports organisations reflect politics, which also consist of networks around a central 
personage, each of the many subaltern office holders having his own particular – and 
sometimes peculiar – relationship with the central figure, usually the president. patron-
age involves a vertical relationship of two persons characterised by an unequal exchange 
of goods and services. The relationship is traditionally many-stranded, that is, the two 
parties not only share one sphere of life, such as sport, but also meet each other in other 
capacities, either as kinsmen, in-laws, political partners or just friends, or around the 
draughts board. in the West African sports boards, the president hands out positions 
and gives tangible presents in the form of money for tournaments or plane tickets and 
expects political support in return. federation boards thus have a political role in the 
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capital, not just a sporting one. sport in Africa is part of the political economy and is 
often a microcosm of national politics.
The Malian Draughts federation is a good example. The socialist regime of the 
founder of the post-colonial republic of Mali, Modibo Keita, lasted from 1961 until it 
was toppled in 1968 and replaced by the military regime of Moussa Traoré, a former 
army general. in 1979, when i first became involved in the Malian Draughts federa-
tion, its president was the new regime’s minister of planning. After a turbulent period, 
Moussa Traoré was ousted in 1991 and free democratic elections led to new govern-
ments headed firstly by Konare and then by Toumare. Draughts moved with the change 
of regimes but still retained important figures from past governments in its cadres. one 
of these from the old Modibo days was a grand old man who was the first leader of the 
federation, ‘Monsieur sarr’.17 he was the brother-in-law of none other than Modibo 
Keita himself and was then the great ideologist of the Keita regime. A staunch Marxist, 
he was very pleasant company but never shy about voicing his political opinions. out of 
the whole cadre of the former regime he was the last to be released from prison, but for 
his draughts friends he was still very important, though the new cadres avoided being 
seen with him in public. i visited him whenever i was in Bamako, till his death in 2004.
When the Traore regime fell in 1991, ramos cissoko, Traore’s brother-in-law, was 
president of the federation. he had even moved on to higher realms, becoming the 
fMJD’s secretary-general. After all, he never had a problem getting a visa or tickets for 
europe. My treasurer, Bernard van Dongen, told me about the fMJD board meetings 
with cissoko before ‘my days’. he was an able politician and a well-educated lawyer, 
and the meetings were conducted in french. But it was the traditional dinners after 
the meeting that made an impact. for these, cissoko would be dressed in a resplen dent 
gown and be flanked by two wives. As a good husband, he had taken them both to 
europe so as to avoid any feelings of jealousy! i still vividly remember the ill-concealed 
envy with which Bernard van Dongen told me about this large African and his two gor-
geous wives.
When i came to the fMJD in 1992 all that had ended. The 1991 ‘troubles’, as the 
road to democracy is called in Mali, had been far from bloodless, and cissoko was in-
volved in some of the bloody clashes, siding with his brother-in-law Traoré. he received 
a stiff prison sentence, which was then changed to house arrest, and of all Traoré’s cro-
nies he was (again) the very last to be set free. now the problem was what to do with a 
grand type, for he was still a person to be reckoned with, even if politically suspect, and 
some of his old charisma still clung to him. At that time the Malian Draughts federation 
did not have a sufficiently prominent president, so some power-brokers gave the presi-
dency to cissoko as a fitting position for someone of his stature. however, this was not a 
unanimous decision, and opposition from the Bamako Draughts league never ceased. 
17 i never heard his first name mentioned; also, when we became good friends, he addressed me as 
‘Monsieur le président’, and i called him ‘Monsieur sarr’. he was that kind of person.
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The old president’s followers have never really acquiesced, and the situation remains 
precarious. Thus, the whole political history of Mali is still very present within the Mal-
ian Draughts federation, with people from all the three major phases of the political 
landscape active and visible. some of the politically active are still opposing cissoko, 
as he does not represent the current configuration of power. At this very moment, after 
the coup of March 2012, the political situation in Mali is very unclear, as is the future 
of the federation.
Thus, African sports bodies are reflections of wider political struggles in the coun-
try. sport in Africa knows no splendid isolation but is fully and completely part of a 
country’s political and economic life, even a small non-monetary sport such as draughts.
History is present politics: the use of the past to legitimise the present
Most of the principles mentioned above are to be found in other continents and sports, 
and neo-patrimonialism is no stranger to international sports bodies.18 for most of these 
principles the differences between organisational cultures are more matters of degree 
rather than of kind. The fifth principle, however, is more specifically African in my view 
and is best illustrated by my last meeting with the cAJD in December 2006 in Dakar. 
This was the scene of the World national Team championships, and this assembly of 
the cAJD took place in my suite in the hotel Méridien président, mentioned earlier. 
Malick n’Diaye, the cAJD president, was in charge.
The Director of Tournaments, ndongo fall, handed out the minutes of the pre-
vious meeting, held in Yaoundé in June 2006 (the one mentioned in the beginning of 
this article). Actually, i did not know they existed at all, and it seems fall had drawn 
them up just before the Dakar assembly. something surprising then happened: every-
one started to discuss them line by line. At first fall was slightly embarrassed and on the 
defensive, but that soon changed when he saw what was really the issue. n’Diaye, who 
had been at the previous meeting, changed nearly every sentence, and in one direction 
only. The intention was not to reconstruct what had been said in Yaoundé – half a year 
earlier – that was of no importance at all. When i asked whether the minutes did indeed 
reflect what had been said at the previous meeting, my question was waived aside as un-
important. in fact, the rewriting of the minutes had a completely different goal, namely 
to produce a text that fitted the present meeting, the actual political situation. it was the 
present that dictated the past, not the reverse. once it dawned on me what was happen-
ing, i listened with fascination. each of the new statements was discussed in great detail 
by all concerned, and they all had to agree that that was the definition of the situation 
within the cAJD as they would like it to be now, in December 2006.
During my term as president i had been used to bickering over minutes during 
fMJD meetings. in Western european and UsA organisational culture the minutes 
18 fifA would be one major example, according to pannenborg (2012) and a hosts of sports journalists.
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are either quickly dealt with as points of the past or taken as a basis for accountability, 
checking whether everyone has done his appointed duty. But there are other uses for 
minutes. eastern european delegates in the fMJD board still used the former soviet 
style of dealing with minutes. in that board-room culture, minutes are an arena, the 
actual wording of all the documents being used as a weapon to gain ascendancy in the 
meeting itself. Theirs is a culture of ‘coup counting’, of stressing one’s own achieve-
ments and belittling those of one’s opponent. in this board-room culture the documents 
lead the process of decision-making, instead of following it. Any decision or new pro-
posal has to be introduced by citing the existing documents on which this new proposal 
is being based: minutes, regulations and – best of all! – the statutes and by-laws. This 
process happened both in the fMJD board meetings themselves and especially in the 
general assemblies: minutes were used as weapons in the political struggle, and for them 
any general assembly was a battle-field. it certainly made for long meetings.
in West Africa the minutes do serve the present as well, but in a completely differ-
ent way. Decisions of the past are completely subservient to the concerns of the present, 
and the meeting or assembly serves as a supporting body for the president. Dissent 
should not be voiced, at least not inside the meeting. That does not mean that the meet-
ings are quick – on the contrary. Voicing support and lauding the président patron for 
his endeavours do take a long time. And nobody knows the statutes or by-laws, as these 
are not considered relevant information at all; they were decided long ago, long before 
the present day, so citing them would not carry any weight anyway.
The whole two and half hours of the Dakar assembly were devoted to rewriting the 
minutes, and when i casually remarked to n’Diaye how much we now benefited from 
his government experience, he smiled and nodded. My own contribution consisted of 
removing one stray Dutchman from the scene. This was a very ‘un-African’ gesture, but 
he was a Dutch player who also dabbled in journalism, and he just wandered into the 
meeting while it was in progress; his report would surely have given a wrong impression.
in the final round of questions i remarked that we still had a tournament schedule 
to organise: the African championship, the Junior championship, the national Team 
championship and maybe a Women’s championship too. n’Diaye dealt with this in 
just ten minutes, and the meeting was adjourned. it was a revealing evening and also 
a revealing meeting, whose main goal had never been to move forward. The whole en-
deavour was to create a new written reality in order to recreate the present position of 
the cAJD. The future and the competition schedule were afterthoughts, brought up by 
me. They would have been dealt with by n’Diaye and fall later anyway, as the support 
of the assembly was of no importance, at least not beforehand. Quite a few changes to 
the Yaoundé minutes involved positions that had been filled at the previous meeting. 
some had to be changed, as these individuals had migrated or had fallen from politi-
cal grace, and, as we were in senegal, new candidates had presented themselves. These 
changes were simply inserted into the minutes of a meeting held half a year earlier. so 
what was finally in the Yaoundé minutes was not a report of the past but a report of what 
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the present body of people would have decided if they were now in Yaoundé. The past 
was rewritten to represent the present, or in other words the present was represented 
by using the authority of the past. so, clearly with the approval – and complete rewrit-
ing – of the minutes the assembly had done its job, and in effect the meeting was over.
i was reminded of the processes of oral transmission of traditions that we as an-
thropologists have been studying at length in West Africa. This part of Africa knows 
an endogamous group of specialists called jeli (‘bards’ or griots in french), whose work 
consists of recounting the deeds of the legendary ancestor of sunjata Keita, the founder 
of the Mali empire (which included senegal). The text in question, called the sunjata 
epic, is a topic of intense research, and the processes of oral transmission in it have 
been well documented.19 one of these dynamics is the continuous change of the text, 
adapting it to new circumstances and new power configurations. The text has a fixed 
structure to some extent, but oral transmission makes it possible, even inevitable, that it 
be changed over time. one reason for changing it is the audience, as the supposedly old 
text is often used in praise-singing, and the important men present want to hear their 
ancestors praised. Major changes have taken place, and the text deals with the founding 
of a realm from the thirteenth century, although research has shown that the relations 
depicted are not from that period at all but clearly reflect the political realities of the 
nineteenth century.20
The conclusion of this research on the epic is that a tale of the past is meant to cre-
ate the present, to represent the here and now by using a discourse on the past. history 
is present politics! or, as the bards themselves say: ‘in Mandé [the sunjata realm] we 
create our society with words’. And that is just what n’Diaye did: he created the cAJD 
again in words, namely the minutes. he thus gave the present situation an authority and 
legitimacy associated with the past. The minutes of the previous meeting were not his-
tory, but the actualised and authenticated present.
conclus ion
After this personal history, interspersed with broad generalisations based on my lifelong 
involvement in Africa, my conclusion is short, more in the form of an afterword with 
some concluding thoughts. i have described my experiences here in terms of ‘the West 
African sports official’, fully realising that they are just based on a few countries in West 
Africa, on just one sport by just one observer. But on the other hand a witness is a wit-
ness, and few outsiders have had the opportunity of working not only with West African 
sports officials but of actually being one. i fully realise that my comments are personal 
19 see for an overview Jansen (2000).
20 This is Jansen’s main point (1995).
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generalisations, but they do tie in with scholarly debates on neo-patrimonialism, the 
culture definitions of power in Africa and oral dynamics.
When comparing sport with religion, a comparison which is becoming more and 
more crucial,21 i once characterised the two as virtual worlds.22 According to the olym-
pic creed sport should just be about competing, fair play and possibly winning. But 
winning is, in itself, an empty concept: one wins a competition, but in principle the 
competition has no spoils. All competitors return to the same home they left. The clas-
sic prize in Greece was the laurel wreath, and now the quintessential prize is the medal 
or the cup, all of which are examples of purely symbolic capital that lack any intrinsic 
economic value. sport can be defined as a gentle, regulated and supervised competition 
of limited time-span in a circumscribed arena by well-defined competitors who are dis-
tinguished from non-competitors.23 in anthropological terms, a sports game or match 
is a liminal event (Turner 1982), a time out of time, just like a ritual. A sports match is 
also a ‘place out of place’ through its clear demarcation of the playing field, the timing 
of the completion and the meticulous timekeeping during the encounter. As such, it 
constitutes a virtual world one can access, enjoy and leave at will, a world which only 
exists for the duration of the event.
This is the ideal type, a corollary of the human proclivity to play, part of our genet-
ic heritage. What has happened to sport in Africa, as elsewhere, is that this virtual world 
has grown all kinds of links with the ‘real world’. Many sports have become profession-
alised, a tendency the Dutch historian Jan huizinga in his famous work on human play 
deeply deplored (1938:167). sport is no longer the leisurely cricket match on the village 
green on a sunny sunday afternoon but has become businesses, politics and part of the 
wider economy. sport forms one of the most successful of all colonial endeavours, and 
African countries have taken it up as part of their national agenda. Adoption means 
adapting, and the links between the virtual world of sport and daily realities, links that 
have become very intense and very African, testify to this process of adaptation. sport 
has become de-virtualised. This liminal activity of gently regulated competition has 
proved a fertile ground for growing the social products of Africa: relations, power and 
patrons. This means that African sports bodies form an excellent study terrain for the 
links between culture, power and politics. Whether sport in Africa has become more 
embedded in politics than elsewhere is hard to say, but it is definitely my impression. 
from my own experience, i can only compare West Africa with western europe and 
the former soviet Union. i found the politicisation of sport to be more evident in Africa 
than elsewhere, though the eastern european countries sometimes come close, albeit 
with a different strain of politicisation. At all events, African sport has developed strong 
21 Aitken (1993), hyland (1990), van Bottenburg (2001)
22 Van Beek (2007:87). see also Baker (2007).
23 The scholarly literature on sport is growing. see Guttmann (1978), hyland (1990), van Bottenburg 
(2001), Jarvie (2006) and Baker (2007).
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links between the ‘virtual’ and the ‘real’. By its very nature sports administration is quite 
real and non-virtual and – at least in West Africa – thoroughly political, including in the 
minor sport of draughts, thus offering us a glimpse of the way these West Africans view 
and construct their own reality.
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